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LYTRODUCTION 

“Mystify, mislead, and surprtse ” 

Stonewall Jackson 

Jackson’s reported motto1 pro\ ides a succinct and Independent statement of the 

prmcrples of the Indirect approach m mWuy strategy as propounded by Lrddell Hart and Sun 

Tzu According to Lrddeil Hart, the physical and psychologrcaf drsfocatron of the enemy IS the 

pnmary aim of strategy2. the processes of mystrfymg and mtsleadmg the enemy provide 

dtssactron, and it IS such dtstractron that provides both a foundatton and amphficatron of effect 

for the unexpected “surprise” that 1s the signature of the mdrrect approach 

LIddelI Hart IS quite specific that the psychologtcal drslocatron -- the confusion, the 

fears, the Increased sense of Clausewtzran f?rctron -- of the enemy commander 1s of partrcuIar 

benefit to the practrtroner of the Indirect approach Sun Tzu, m hrs ancient wntmgs, explrcitly 

recogmzes the benefits of msttllmg doubts and confusron m the mmd of the enemy, gomg so far 

as to mamtam that thepwnary target of the supenor commander IS precrsely the mmd of the 

opposmg commander j 

Both the crvllran and the mtlrtary professional can appreciate the elegance of an rndrrect 

and unexpected attack and the apparent bnlhance of the commander that achieves surpnse, and 

can rmagme the confusron that runs through the mmd of an enemy commander strugglmg to 

cope 1~1th a new and unantrcrpated set of crrcumstances At the same trme, one can only shake 

*Quoted m B A LIddelI Hart, Strateg; : 2d rev ed (Kew York Praeger, 1967, Pengum Books, 
1991), 328 

‘Ibrd, 325 

jSamue1 B Gnffith, m -‘Introductron” to The .-lrt of War by Sun Tzu I;O\ford Oxford 
Univ ersrty Press, 197 1 >, 40 
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his or her head over past follies of some commanders who continued to pursue -- perhaps even 

obsessively -- a doctrmaire offense despite cIear empirical evidence of the inadequacies or even 

counter-productive nature of one or another outdated strategies 

The disonentation of a surprised commander under attack and the unwarranted 

persrsl ence of other commanders m contmumg to press discredited strategies may have then- 

bases in the same psychological phenomena. This essay wlf examine the impact of dislocation 

and fixation rn terms of the theory of cognitive dissonance, and suggest that an al\areness of this 

theoF has real relevance to the commander of today 

DISLOCATIOS 

“Drslocation” IS the term used by Liddell Hart to descnbe the situation of an enemy 

commander subJected to an attack from an unforeseen quarter or agamst an unanticipated target, 

1 e , an attack that does not confront the defender’s mihtary center of gravity (Comment 

Attacks utilizmg new tactics, or at an unexpected time, can also result m the physical or 

psy chologrcal dislocation of the enemy commander, but such attacks are not necessarily part of 

“the mduect approach ” ) Liddell Hart’s use of the term “dtslocation” has its ongms m the 

phy srcal effects on the defender’s strategic posttion as a result of an attack usmg the indirect 

approach That IS, the requirement to respond to the sudden openmg of a new front ~11 require 

reposiiromng and reorganization of the defender’s forces to face the new threat, the defender 

may be required to separate his forces, his supply lines may be endangered, and his routes of 

retreat may be threatened, m short, the defender’s forces are no longer m the “right” locations, 

and ha\ e been dislocated not by a move of the troops from their absolute positions but by 

expanding the area of conflict and thus changmg their relative posrttons The dislocation effect 

IS not Just limited to the drsposttion of physical forces Just as redeployment of troops IS 

mdicated, the defender must reorganize and reformulate his strategic concept since both his 

troops and his mmd ha\ e been concentratmg on another area or location The commander’s 

rethinking of strateg, ho\s e\ er, IS complicated by immediate feehngs of fear, a fear of being 
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trapped If he mamtams his prel lously proposed course of action, and a fear of bemg trapped 

through action on some other front If he responds to the indirect approach 4 Since one’s 

locatton IS defined by one or more points of reference, losmg these pomts of reference (m this 

case, assurnptrons about the enemy’s planned course of attack) causes one to become 

psychologrcally “dtslocated ” In this case, the mdtrect approach has satisfied Sun Tzu’s pnme 

dtrectwe. the mmd of the enemy commander, his plan for the conduct of the conflict, has been 

attacked 

The foner of Surprise 

In most campaigns, the Qslocatron of the enemy’s psychologrcal and 
$I> sxal balance has been the x iti ?rt:uCc to a scccess3 a:emF: 21 

his overthrow 5 

Lrddell Hart’s theory regardmg the advantages of the indtrect approach IS supported by 

hrs anal! SIS of past campaigns and uars While he has been cntrcrzed for being overIy selectn e 

m hrs seIectron of campaigns for analysis, 131th some belre\mg that his mdrl *dual cases were 

selected to support a thesis already born m the trenches of World War I, there IS no doubt that a 

substantial body of e\ tdence exists that mdrrect approaches, wth therr shock value, bax-e been 

successful in many cases 

The optrmal psychologrcal effect of dislocation IS paralyses caused by sheer nerve shock 6 

The paralysis IS not necessanIy total or permanent, but can be counted as successfui If it delays a 

response long enough to allow the mrttator to enher secure his posmon or (after damage or 

destructron of a target) wthdraw hrs troops 

lLrddel1 Hart, 326-327 

‘IbId, 6 

6rbld. 315 
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An excellent example of such dislocatton resulted from the Allied mvasron of Normandy 

m World War II It was an artrcle of faith wrth the German High Command - or at least Hitler - 

that the Allied mvasron would lo~cally (from the German point of view) take place at the 

narrowest portton of the English Channel As a result, the heavzest Nazi fortrfications were 

concentrated m the Pas de Calars area So strongly held was the behef m an attack at this point 

that command authontles refused to release Panzer forces to Normandy until beachheads - of 

what the Germans thought were only drversronary forces - were we11 established By takmg the 

“path of least expectations,” the Allies were able to successfully -‘attack then enemy’s plan.” 

Although the im asion ultimately spelled defeat for Germany, the Nazi in\ asron of Russia 

m 1931 benefited from Sovret drslocatron Not only was the attack a surpnse to Stalin -- after 

all, he had a Peace Pact wrth Hitler - but the three-pronged Nazi attack was not directed against 

the center of gravity of the So\ ret mrlttary mass With the pressure to cope with the unexpected, 

and the German refusal to engage in a decisive battle wtth a concentrated Red Army, Russmn 

GeneraIs were unable - at least unttl General Winter came to their aid - to cope with the rapid 

German advance across the plains Soviet pIans had simply become unstuck 

The object of an mdrrect approach, then, appears m large part to disrupt the enemy’s 

abrbty to cope -- to force him to exercise his OODA loop outside a valid conceptua1 framework 

of assymptrons and docrrme, wtth no fixed points of reference Thus the Indirect approach 

frustrates the enemy’s plans, servmg to isolate and demoralize him, and consequently (and 

theorencally, at least) sapping Ins wrll to resist ’ 

Llddell Hart and, to a somewhat lesser degree, Sun Tzu concentrated on actrons a 

commander could take to dislocate the enemy By the same standards of w hat constrtutes 

dtslocatron, however, perhaps an argument can be made that the proponent of the direct 

approach, partrcularly one that has not realxzed that the context of the war and/or battle has 

changed, can be the instrument of his own dlslocatron 

-GnfYith, 39 
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The Futility of Fixation 

Starting wtth Gettysburg, numerous examples can be cited of commanders that managed 

to dislocate themselves m pursuit of the direct approach At Gettysburg, Lee spurned 

suggestions to switch to maneuver tactics and persrsted m ordenng assaults on well-defended 

Uruon positions Doctrme, past experience, and Lee’s perception of circumstances indicated 

that a direct attack on the mam force of the Union Army was the path to a better peace After 

all, the Union had never stood up to a pitched battle against Lee, a war of attrition wouId favor 

the Union side, and morale was high among Southern troops The General failed, however. to 

fully consider that the Umon was defending home terntory and that U S troops were under a 

new General, nor had he apparently fully considered that the &led musket and explodmg shot 

had profoundly changed the field of battle As a result, the Army of Northern Vngima was badly 

bloodied and was never able to regain the mitiative 

F&y years later, European armies persisted m frontal assaults agamst the massed and 

entrenched forces Victones have only been won, the commanders knew, by destroying the 

enemy, as such, one is obligated to engage the foe -- if the foe 1s entrenched, than you must 

attack mm m ms trenches As a result, the world saw the fi.mbty and horror of the Somme and 

Ypres Why‘? The commanders’ frames of reference demanded an attack, their frames of 

reference, though, had remained constant while the real world had changed producmg profound 

dislocation 

Many more examples of successes of the Indirect approach (such as MacArthur’s Inchon 

landing, the VC’s Tet Offensive, or the invasion of Iraq rather than Kuwait as the Desert Storm 

strate-q) and failures of the direct approach (Hitler’s drive on Stalmgrad, MacArthur’s proposal 

to carry the Korean War to China) can be cited. With the benefit of hindsight, though, we have 

to ask ourselves “Why didn’t the victims of the indirect approach see it commg? If an indirect 

approach IS the most logical, shouldn’t that be what one IS expectmg’ And furthermore, why 

did some commanders persist m the direct approach when all it gamed were unacceptable 

casual+les on their side3’- The answer hes, perhaps. m a umlersal human characteristic 



THEORY OF COG&-ITIVE DISSON.WCE 

Man’s mtellectual advancement has been described as a continuing search for order We 

demand reasons -- or m the absence of reasons, explanations This drive to derect some order m 

the Universe is obsenable m the youngest (what parent has not gone through the “Why9” stage 

with a toddler?) , the wisest (what IS science but a search for the natural laws that serve as 

orgamzmg pnnciples for the physical umverse 7 >, the most thoughtful (as philosophers grapple 

with the concept of meaning), the most spintual (with religion and theolo= providmg us with a 

frame of reference to relse to the umversal imponderables), and the most senslti\ e (as literature 

and the arts seek to express abstractions of human relationships ~7th each other and nature) 

Our apparent fundamental need for a sense of order, then, is satisfied (or at least appeased) by 

cogmtions of theones, laws, beliefs, and articles of faith, and not purely or perhaps even 

pnmavly by our own unexammed expenences 

In his 1957 work, -4 TYzeozy ofcognztzve Dzssonance, psychologist Leon Festmger 

ad\ anced the hypothesis that humans are strongIy motivated to maintain consistency (or 

consonance) among related beliefs and/or abstracted experiences S Failure to do so, Festmger 

said, would produce “symptoms of psychological Qscomfort,” and since rational human beings 

seek to avoid discomfort, some action is necessary to either avoid or resolve such conflicts 

A number of strateg-ies are available to help mamtam conststency and reduce dissonance 

One can alter one’s beliefs to match new expenential data, one may seek out and add new 

information wmch helps reaffirm the dissonant cognition, or one may mentally reduce the 

percetved importance of the dissonance (“Oh, well, this recent expenence IS an anomaly “) 

The first two of these strategies wouId mtultlvely appear to be those of the rational actor 

However, changing one’s beliefs (or theones, or articles of faith) is a wrenching expenence -- a 

*J B dampbell, “Comlti\ e Dissonance” m Em~dopedza qf P~?dzohg: 2d ed . sd Raymond J 
Corsuu (Sew York john L+‘iIey and Sons, 1994), 239 



dlscomfortmg admlsslon that “I’ve been wrong al1 along ” If we accept the premrse that 

humans seek to avoid pain, then we can specuIate that the copmg strategies that require a change 

m belqefs or theones are inherently less attractive 

This reluctance to change behefs or fimdamentaIIy alter theones has been e?camlned far a 

cIass of people normally considered our most ratlonai actors - the intematlona1 scientific 

commumty In IUS seminal and still IughIy infl uentlal T/Z Structure of Screntlfic Revuiutrms, 

Thorn& Kuhn noted that, “Sclentlsts do not renounce the paradigm that has Ied them mto 

a CIISIS” (of dissonance) even when confronted by even severe and prolonged anomahes g It 

seems \se are dnken to hoId on to \\ hat we “know,” to our structure of cogmtions that giles 

some sense of order to events According to Kuhn, scientists at Ieast mamtam and defend the 

theoretical framework of their dlsclplme, expanding It and branching It with exceptions and 

special “mmoi theones until the 1% hole structure colIapses (1 e , IS “dlsIocated”) to be eventuaIIy 

replaced by a slmpier, more realistic, and more coherent umfied theory or sets of theones 

The fact that scientists, the ‘*priests of reason,” are so reIuctant to change their beliefs 

IS only one of the paradoxes associated \+lth cogmtl\ e dissonance Perhaps the most sl-rrmficant 

paradox 1s that beliefs {or theones, or even perhaps strateges) are most IlkeIy to change when 

the dissonant expenence is Just bareIy dissonant enough to Just@ (to an Imagmary rational 

actor) the change m beliefs According to Festmger’s theory, &IS IS because the discomfort of 

being %Tong” IS mmlmlzed by rmplicltly accepting the theoretical weakness of the behef 

strucye (1 e , ‘3 wasn’t very we11 thought out any\say” ) Greater dissonance - say that 

produced when entire generations from EngIand, France, and Germany are extermmated by 

theoreqcally essentla1 (accordmg to the theones of the time) but ObjectiveIy meanmgless 

offensllres across Ko Man’s Land -- appears to reinforce the continued acceptance of an mvahd 

behef structure, perhaps because we have a very dlfficuh time accepting being so very wrong 

gThomas S Kuhn, T/le ,Crrucrure of ,Ccrcrrflfic RCI olrrrm~c, 2d ed , Vol II, No 2, Jntt’rna~ronul 
Enc~c~&xd~a of C k~fied,CC~crtce (ChIcago Unl\erslty of Chlcago Press. 19731, 77 
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Psychological disIocatlon of the enemy commander IS a pnme objective of the “mdlrect 

approach” described by Sun Tzu and LiddeIl Hart Indeed, the enemy commander’s mmd and 

plans are heId to be the most Important strategic mlhtary targets A mllrtary strategy of 

foIIowng the “Ime of Ieast expectations” resuits m surprise of the enemy commander, and is 

almost certain to produce physical dislocation of hts forces It is also hkely to produce 

psychoIogicaI disiocation of the enemy’s strategy as the enemy commander realizes that his 

forces are m he nrong place at the wrong trme The addmonal stress of ha\ mg to redeploy 

forces at a time of maxtmum uncextamty has the potential of producing inteIIectua1 paraIysis of 

the enemy at best, and at worst an Increase m the fnctlon experienced by the enemy’s forces. 

Psychologmal dlslocatton of the enemy commander Ieadmg to generation and 

1mpIementation of operatrons not justified by any rationa strategic framework may also be 

self-mhuced, where the enemy continues to employ the pnnciples and theones of strategy that 

he knoivs regardless of any changed conted and any empu-xcal demonstration of the poverty of 

those pnncxpIes and theones 

Both of these causes of psy chologcal dislocatron of the enemy commander-- that 

brought about by the surpnse and fear generated by the unexpected thrusts of the mlrect 

approach and that self-generated by apphcatron of no-longer-appropriate but famlhar strategies 

-- can be put in context wth the theory of cognmve dissonance If the dissonance between 

reahty and theoretlcaIIy expected results is too great, either due to surprise or the farhue of 

theory, the enemy commander may slmpiy be unable to cope 

What is the reIevance of the psychologicai dislocation and cognitive dissonance to 

today’s ml1itax-y strategstsv Most theoretlclans of strategy - at least those emphasized m the 

core cumcuIum of the Nationa War CoIIege -- emphasis offensive operations Such operations 

may be a response to the mitral aggression of the enemy, and may be deslgned to protect the 

homeland or other 1 ltai Interests, but m an! case In\ 011 e the exercise of mmatl\ e m carq mg the 
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confhCt to the enemy Under such circumstances, the potential psychologlcai paraIysxs or 

coIlapSe of cntlcal abxhtxes, for whatever reason, 1s a pretty \veak reed on which to base your 

strategy. True, there are other advantages to the indirect approach, but these may be at least 

partially baIanced by the possxblhty that the enemy commander has already mcoprated the 

current context into hs strategc thmking WMe the potential for psycholog& 

dxslocatlon of the enemy may be great, xt IS by no means assured 

Why, then, consider these issues? Because xn any conflict, there are at Ieast two enemy 

commanders Your enemy, and your enemy’s enemy -- you WhrIe the details of an effective 

strategy are unique :o the pohtlcai and military objectives and zhe geographic, economxc, 

military, and human resources of each of the antagonists, the same structurai framework for 

strate,& generation IS applicable to both If the indirect approach can produce &sIocatlon for 

the enemy, his indirect approach may produce your own dxsIocation If his forces are 

Qsadvantaged by hs dogged application of an outdated paradigm, your forces may also be 

dxsadvqntaged by your falIure to properiy appreciate the current context and feaslbxlxty of your 

strareglc pnncipals 

An essential element of a prudent defense is, and ~11 be, an ObJective evaluation of our 

o1s-n stratesc vuInerabxlxtxes - where wouId you attack xf you were the enemy ~lth hxs resources 

and ObJectives~ A second essentxa1 eIement of strategy 1s the contmumg evaluation of the 

valxlty of your assumptxons, theories, and pnnclples wrth a hard-headed realrzatlon that we 

don-t rant to beheve our own bad news 
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